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The Panamanian legislature has refused to ratify a bill that would have established procedures
to form a constituent assembly as a new mechanism for reforming Panama's Constitution. The
legislators voted against ratification of the measure, which had already been approved by the
previous Congress, because they feared it could boomerang on them and serve as an instrument of
their own demise. At the end of August, during the final days of Guillermo Endara's presidency, the
outgoing congress approved an amendment to the constitution to allow for the temporary creation
of a constituent assembly to serve as an alternative method of reforming the Constitution.
The bill was introduced in the current Congress for ratification in early October, but after two weeks
of debate it was voted down Oct. 18 by the majority PRD congress members in a 48 to 16 vote. The
PRD legislators expressed the fear that a constituent assembly could in the end turn into a "sword
of Damocles," which might ultimately bring down the congress and endanger constitutional order.
Apparently, the legislators feared the political opposition could use a constituent assembly to make
fundamental reforms to the legislature, which at present is controlled by the PRD. "We did not want
to take the risk of putting a gun to our own head," said PRD congressman Elias Castillo.
In addition, those who opposed ratification argued that there are already two methods to change
the Constitution through a referendum, and through approval of amendments by two consecutive
legislatures. However, opposition deputy Alberto Cigarruista accused PRD deputies of letting fear
for their own political futures eclipse the interests of the nation. As a result, said Cigarruista, "we
will now have to live in a democracy with a militaristic Constitution." The present Panamanian
Constitution was written in 1972 during the regime of Gen. Omar Torrijos, and was reformed in 1978
and 1983 under titular governments controlled by Gen. Manuel Noriega.
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